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Since December, the Cuban government has continued its "diplomatic offensive" to forge trade
accords with foreign governments and businesses interested in investing on the island. Among
the latest achievements are the establishment of a new joint investment promotion commission
between Russia and Cuba, commercial accords with Colombia and Chile, and technical cooperation
agreements with five different African nations.
Notwithstanding these achievements, however, new efforts to improve trade relations with the
European Community may yet open a political pandora's box in Cuba, encouraging greater foreign
pressure for political reforms on the island. Last year, the Cuban government greatly stepped up its
efforts to forge new trade relations with virtually any government or investor willing to negotiate
with President Fidel Castro's administration. The government's efforts led to a wide array of new
cooperation agreements and trade relations, often with countries that previously had no relations
whatsoever with the Castro regime.
Perhaps the most substantial progress since December is with Russia. In November 1992 and May
1993, Cuba and Russia had signed a framework agreement and a memorandum of understanding
which committed the two countries to negotiate new economic cooperation accords on standard
commercial terms, thus allowing for improved trade relations but without the subsidies that Cuba
enjoyed under the former Soviet Union. That in turn led to agreements in July and September that
committed Russia to purchase about two million metric tons of Cuban sugar in exchange for a wide
array of needed imports, such as oil, agricultural inputs, and spare parts.
In late December, a Cuban delegation which included vice-president of the council of ministers
Lionel Soto and Trade Minister Ricardo Cabrisas visited Russia for yet another round of trade and
cooperation talks. Before returning, Soto signed a new agreement with Russia's first deputy prime
minister, Vladimir Shumeiko, which called for the formation of a joint commission to aggressively
promote business relations between both nations. The accord paved the way for the inauguration
of "Ros- Cuba" on Jan. 28. Ros-Cuba which includes high-level delegates from private Russian
companies, as well as representatives of state businesses and agencies will promote negotiations
between the state and private sectors of both countries to encourage investments, joint ventures,
trade deals, and contracts to mutually handle cargo transportation.
The Commission will also carry out scientific, technical, and marketing studies. Among the Russian
companies which have already joined the commission are the large state oil firm Rosneft, the oil
pipeline construction enterprise Transneft, the Russian airlines Aeroflot, and the state agency in
charge of arms sales Rosvooruzhenie. The commission is expected to rapidly facilitate new contracts
to both sell oil to Cuba, and to open joint petroleum exploration and exploitation ventures onshore
and offshore in Cuba. The Commission will probably also help finalize a deal to construct a 58 km.
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pipeline connecting a Cuban offshore oilfield with Port Matanzas, just east of Havana. And, RosCuba will likely help set up projects to construct fertilizer and tire factories. "This opens a new
stage in our bilateral relations," said Vladimir Shumeiko. "The Cubans are our old brothers and we
should work with them. Russian companies well understand that the development of relations with
Cuba will permit them to enter a new, highly profitable market."
In Latin America, Cuba signed new trade agreements with Colombia and Chile. In December,
Foreign Minister Roberto Robaina headed a high-level delegation on a three day visit to Colombia
for a series of talks with officials and private sector representatives, the first such visit since the two
countries reestablished diplomatic relations in October 1993. Colombia had broken off relations with
Cuba in 1981 after then president Julio Cesar Turbay accused the Castro government of arming and
training Colombian guerrillas. The visit led to the signing of a novel trade accord on Jan. 11 which
commits Colombia to buy 2.5 million doses of Cuba's famed hepatitis B vaccination, plus an array
of other medicines and biotechnology products. In addition, Cuba will provide technical training
for Colombian health workers, and will help design public health programs, such as preventive
vaccination drives and rapid response systems to contain epidemic outbreaks.
On Jan. 14, Chile approved a US$10 million credit program for Cuba to purchase essential food
goods from Chile. The credit program which will last for up to a year and carry commercial interest
rates was negotiated by the Secretary of the Cuban Council of Ministers, Carlos Lage, when
he visited Chile in June 1993. Foreign Minister Robaina also led a two week tour of the African
continent in mid-January, visiting five countries: Angola, Ghana, Namibia, Zimbabwe, and Zambia.
According to Robaina, the visit forms part of Cuba's worldwide "diplomatic offensive" to convince
friendly countries to publicly condemn the US economic embargo, while broadening the nation's
trade relations. "I don't think we can talk of a foreign policy offensive if we don't meet with a part
of the world which has contributed so much to our history, our culture, our traditions, and which
shares so many common causes that we defend," said Robaina. "Africa is one of the continents
which has shown the most backing for Cuba in international forums, and we want to demonstrate
our appreciation."
Not surprisingly, the trip appeared to yield more political than economic support. In most of the
countries, local officials chastised the US for maintaining its embargo against Cuba. "Angola will
always support Cuba and we should reinforce cooperation in all possible areas," said Angolan
Foreign Minister Venancio de Moura. "The US blockade goes against all rules of international law
and against the right of the people to have control over their destiny. We hope that reason will
prevail over injustice and the unjust blockade will soon be lifted."
Cuba maintains particularly fraternal relations with Angola. From 1975-1988 the Castro government
sent about 50,000 soldiers to Angola to help the government fight the guerrilla movement UNITA
(National Movement for the Total Independence of Angola), led by Jonas Savimbi. The last Cubans
left the country in May 1991 under a 1988 accord signed by Angola, Cuba, and South Africa, which
had backed UNITA militarily. Nevertheless, UNITA relaunched its war against the government
in late 1992 after the governing Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) won
general elections that year. Rumors abounded during Robaina's visit that Cuba might offer a return
of Cuban troops if South Africa steps in again in support of UNITA. Robaina adamantly denied
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 57025
ISSN: 1060-4189

those reports, but rumors persist that Robaina may have discussed other controversial cooperation
accords, such as an oil-for-arms barter deal that would benefit both countries.
In addition to political support, Cuba also managed to sign some novel cooperation accords during
his trip. In Zimbabwe, Robaina signed agreements to provide technical support in the fields of
health and education. He discussed similar accords with the governments of all the other countries,
and announced that contracts would likely be signed whereby Cuba would provide technical
expertise for construction projects and for sports programs. Robaina also signed a limited free trade
accord with Namibia that eliminates import tariffs on some key products.
Notwithstanding the progress achieved in trade talks with Africa, Latin America, and Russia,
Cuba has made little headway in its efforts to forge new economic relations with the European
Community (EC). In December, 31 representatives from the European Parliament attended a special
three-day conference in Cuba to discuss European aid to help Cuba reinsert itself into the world
economy. At the conference, the Europeans warned that the EC is unlikely to sign any cooperation
agreement with Cuba unless the Castro government shows significant progress in respect for
human rights. Although Cuba has received bilateral assistance from individual European countries,
Cuba is the only Latin American nation that has not signed a development assistance accord with
the full 12-member European Community.
"Cuba will have to move further toward democracy if it wants development aid from the EC," said
Fernando Suarez Gonzales, head of the European Parliament's delegation for relations with Central
America and Mexico, who attended the conference in Havana. "The political leaders of Cuba should
adopt measures leading to an end to any type of human rights violation, and take decisive steps
toward democratization." Cuban officials did show some willingness to compromise during the
conference, repeating an offer, for example, to allow a delegation of Nobel laureates to visit the
island to observe the human rights situation.
Cuban officials bitterly complain that the EC is discriminating against Cuba, since other nations
accused of consistently and grossly violating human rights have not been excluded from cooperative
agreements with the EC. "The European Community is not playing fairly with Cuba," quipped
Ricardo Alarcon, president of the Cuban National Assembly, during a visit to Belgium at the end of
January. Alarcon emphasized that Cuba was only one of more than 160 countries cited by Amnesty
International for violating human rights, but it was one of just a few prevented from negotiating
a cooperation agreement with the EC. "In the Cuban case, there are not systematic, massive, or
flagrant abuses of human rights. There does not appear to be a standard human rights norm that is
uniformly applied across the board by the Community."

-- End --
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